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Selections from: 

Philosophical Investigations 
By Ludwig Wittgenstein 

[What is a Game?]* 
 
66. Consider … the activities that we call "games". I mean board-games, card-games, 
ball-games, Olympic Games, and so on. What is common to them all?—Don't say: 
"There must be something common, or they would not be called 'games' "—but look and 
see whether there is anything common to all.—For if you look at them you will not see 
something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of 
them at that. To repeat: don't think, but look !—Look for example at board-games, with 
their multifarious relationships. Now pass to card-games; here you find many 
correspondences with the first group, but many common features drop out, and others 
appear. When we pass next to ballgames, much that is common is retained, but much is 
lost.—Are they all 'amusing'? Compare chess with noughts and crosses [i.e. tic-tac-toe]. 
Or is there always winning and losing, or competition between players? Think of patience 
[i.e. solitaire]. In ball games there is winning and losing; but when a child throws his ball 
at the wall and catches it again, this feature has disappeared. Look at the parts played by 
skill and luck; and at the difference between skill in chess and skill in tennis. Think now 
of games like ring-a-ring-a-roses; here is the element of amusement, but how many other 
characteristic features have disappeared! And we can go through the many, many other 
groups of games in the same way; can see how similarities crop up and disappear. 
 
And the result of this examination is: we see a complicated network of similarities 
overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of 
detail. 
 
67. I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than “family 
resemblances”; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, 
features, color of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same 
way. And I shall say: 'games' form a family. 
 
And for instance the kinds of number form a family in the same way. Why do we call 
something a "number"? Well, perhaps because it has a—direct—relationship with several 
things that have hitherto been called number; and this can be said to give it an indirect 
relationship to other things we call the same name. And we extend our concept 
of number as in spinning a thread we twist fiber on fiber. And the strength of the thread 
does not reside in the fact that some one fiber runs through its whole length, but in the 
overlapping of many fibers.  
 
But if someone wished to say: "There is something common to all these constructions 
namely the disjunction of all their common properties" –I should reply: Now you are only  
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playing with words. One might as well say: "Something runs through the whole thread— 
namely the continuous overlapping of those fibers". 
 
… 
 
69. How should we explain to someone what a game is? I imagine that we should 
describe games to him, and we might add: "'This and similar things are called 'games'.'' 
And do we know any more about it ourselves? Is it only other people whom we cannot 
tell exactly what a game is? –But this is not ignorance. We do not know the boundaries 
because none have been drawn. … We can draw a boundary for a special purpose. Does 
it take that to make the concept usable? Not at all! (Except for that special purpose.) No 
more than it took the definition: 1 pace = 75 cm. to make the measure of length 'one pace' 
usable. And if you want to say "But still, before that it wasn't an exact measure", then I 
reply: very well, it was an inexact one.— Though you still owe me a definition of 
exactness. 
 
70.* "But if the concept 'game' is un-circumscribed like that, you don't really know what 
you mean by a 'game'."—When I give the description: "The ground was quite covered 
with plants"—do you want to say I don't know what I am talking about until I can give a 
definition of a plant? 
 
My meaning would be explained by, say, a drawing and the words "The ground looked 
roughly like this". Perhaps I even say "it looked exactly like this." –Then were just this 
grass and these leaves there, arranged just like this? No, that is not what it means. And I 
should not accept any picture as exact in this sense. 
 
Someone says to me: "Show the children a game." I teach them gambling with dice, and 
the other says "I didn't mean that sort of game." Must the exclusion of the game with dice 
have come before his mind when he gave me the order? 
 
71. One might say that the concept 'game' is a concept with blurred edges.—"But is a 
blurred concept a concept at all?"—Is an indistinct photograph a picture of a person at 
all?  Is it even always an advantage to replace an indistinct picture by a sharp one? Isn't 
the indistinct one often exactly what we need? 
 
Frege [a philosopher of the early 20th century] compares a concept to an area and says 
that an area with vague boundaries cannot be called an area at all. This presumably means 
that we cannot do anything with it.—But is it senseless to say: "Stand roughly there"? 
Suppose that I were standing with someone in a city square and said that. As I say it I do 
not draw any kind of boundary, but perhaps point with my hand—as if I were indicating a 
particular spot. And this is just how one might explain to someone what a game is. One 
gives examples and intends them to be taken in a particular way.—I do not, however, 
mean by this that he is supposed to see in those examples that common thing which I—a 
for some reason—was unable to express; but that he is now to employ those examples in 
a particular way. Here giving examples is not an indirect means of explaining—in default 
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of a better. For any general definition can be misunderstood too. The point is that this is 
how we play the game. (I mean the language-game with the word "game".) 
 
============================= 
[What is a language-game?] 
 
2.    … 
 
Let us imagine a language … meant to serve for communication between a builder A and 
an assistant B. A is building with building-stones: there are blocks, pillars, slabs and 
beams. B has to pass the stones, and that in the order in which A needs them. For this 
purpose they use a language consisting of the words "block", "pillar", "slab", "beam". A 
calls them out;—B brings the stone which he has learnt to bring at such-and-such a 
call.—Conceive this as a complete primitive language. 
 
6. We could imagine that the language of §2 was the whole language of A and B; even 
the whole language of a tribe. The children are brought up to perform these actions, to 
use these words as they do so, and to react in this way to the words of others. 
 
An important part of the training will consist in the teacher's pointing to the objects, 
directing the child's attention to them, and at the same time uttering a word; for instance, 
the word "slab" as he points to that shape. (I do not want to call this "ostensive 
definition", because the child cannot as yet ask what the name is. I will call it "ostensive 
teaching of words" .—I say that it will form an important part of the training, because it is 
so with human beings; not because it could not be imagined otherwise.) This ostensive 
teaching of words can be said to establish an association between the word and the thing. 
But what does this mean? Well, it may mean various things; but one very likely thinks 
first of all that a picture of the object comes before the child's mind when it hears the 
word. But now, if this does happen-is it the purpose of the word?—Yes, it may be the 
purpose.—I can imagine such a use of words (of series of sounds). (Uttering a word is 
like striking a note on the keyboard of the imagination.) But in the language of §2 it is not 
the purpose of the words to evoke images. (It may, of course, be discovered that that 
helps to attain the actual purpose.)  
 
But if the ostensive teaching has this effect, —am I to say that it effects an understanding 
of the word? Don't you understand the call "Slab!" if you act upon it in such-and-such a 
way?—Doubtless the ostensive teaching helped to bring this about; but only together 
with a particular training. With different training the same ostensive teaching of these 
words would have effected a quite different understanding. 
 
''I set the brake up by connecting up rod and lever.”—Yes, given the whole of the rest of 
the mechanism. Only in conjunction with that is it a brake-lever, and separated from its 
support it is not even a lever; it may be anything, or nothing. 
 
7. In the practice of the use of language (2) one party calls out the words, the other acts 
on them. In instruction in the language the following process will occur: the learner 
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names the objects; that is, he utters the word when the teacher points to the stone.—And 
there will be this still simpler exercise: the pupil repeats the words after the teacher—both 
of these being processes resembling language. 
 
We can also think of the whole process of using words in (2) as one of those games by 
means of which children learn their native language. I will call these games "language-
games" and will sometimes speak of a primitive language as a language-game. 
 
And the processes of naming the stones and of repeating words after someone might also 
be called language-games. Think of much of the use of words in games like ring-a-ring-a-
roses. 
 
I shall also call the whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is woven, 
the "language-game".  
 
[Are games fully defined by their rules?] 
 
81. … In philosophy we often compare the use of words with games and forms of 
calculation which have fixed rules, but cannot say that someone who is using language 
must be playing such a game. —But if you say that our languages only approximate to 
such forms of calculation you are standing on the very brink  of a misunderstanding. 
… 
82. … What if observation does not enable us to see any clear rule, and questioning [the 
speaker] brings none to light? 
  
83. Doesn't the analogy between language and games throw light here? We can easily 
imagine people amusing themselves in a field by playing with a ball so as to start various 
existing games, but playing many without finishing them and in between throwing the 
ball aimlessly into the air, chasing one another with the ball and bombarding one another 
for a joke and so on. And now someone says: The whole time they are playing a ball-
game and following definite rules at every throw. 
 
And is there not also the case where we play and—make up the rules as we go along? 
And there is even one where we alter them—as we go along. 
 
84. I said that the application of a word is not everywhere bounded by rules. But what 
does a game look like that is everywhere bounded by rules? whose rules never let a doubt 
creep in, but stop up all the cracks where it might?—Can't we imagine a rule determining 
the application of a rule, and a doubt which it removes—and so on? 
 
But that is not to say that we are in doubt because it is possible for us to imagine a doubt. 
I can easily imagine someone always doubting before he opened his front door whether 
an abyss did not yawn behind it, and making sure about it before he went through the 
door (and he might on some occasion prove to be right)—but that does not make me 
doubt in the same case. 
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85. A rule stands there like a sign-post.—Does the sign-post leave no doubt open about 
the way I have to go? Does it show which direction I am to take when I have passed it; 
whether along the road or the footpath or cross-country? But where is it said which way I 
am to follow it; whether in the direction of its finger or (e.g.) in the opposite one?—And 
if there were, not a single sign-post, but a chain of adjacent ones or of chalk marks on the 
ground—is there only one way of interpreting them?—So I can say, the sign-post does 
after all leave no room for doubt. Or rather: it sometimes leaves room for doubt and 
sometimes not. And now this is no longer a philosophical proposition, but an empirical 
one. 
 
86. Imagine a language-game like (2) played with the help of a table. The signs given to 
B by A are now written ones. B has a table; in the first column are the signs used in the 
game, in the second pictures of building stones. A shows B such a written sign; B looks it 
up in the table, looks at the picture opposite, and so on. So the table is a rule which he 
follows in executing orders.-One learns to look the picture up in the table by receiving a 
training, and part of this training consists perhaps in the pupil's learning to pass with his 
finger horizontally from left to right; and so, as it were, to draw a series of horizontal 
lines on the table. 
 
Suppose different ways of reading a table were now introduced; 
one time, as above, according to the schema: 
 
 
 
 
another time like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
or in some other way.—Such a schema is supplied with the table as 
the rule for its use. 
 
Can we not now imagine further rules to explain this one? And, on the other hand, was 
that first table incomplete without the schema of arrows? And are other tables incomplete 
without their schemata?  
 
87. … The sign-post is in order—if, under normal circumstances, it fulfils its purpose. 


